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© Spray coating, particularly flat spray coating of 
circuit boards. Applicant's method of discrete con- 
formal coating eliminates "railroading" at the edges 
of the flat spray web and assures precise control of 
the amount of coating material placed on the circuit 
board surface, as well as on the varying and com- 
plex circuit board components. The method includes 
pressurizing the coating: longitudinally advancing a 



surface to be coated, such as a circuit board, be- 
neath the coating, while simultaneously feeding the 
coating onto the advancing surface as a plural series 
of aligned droplets extending transversely across the 
advancing surface. The feeding of coating is trig- 
gered "ON/OFF" so as to define longitudinally the 
series of droplets feeding onto the advancing sur- 
face. ' 
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BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION : 
1 . Field of the Invention : 

Spray coating, particularly conformal coating of 
printed wiring boards. The method of applying con- 
formal coatings onto the component or circuit side 
of a printed wiring board by applying a film of 
coating material which is extruded through a pres- 
surized spray nozzle. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION : 

The need to conformally coat assembled print- 
ed wiring boards evolved in the early 1960's, as it 
was recognized that the electronic boards needed 
protection from the environment, humidity, gasses, 
rapid temperature changes, fungus, and the like. 
Initially, a two-component epoxide coating was 
used which, after application, formed a 10 mils 
thick film on the planar areas of the printed wiring 
board and much thicker fillets at the base of the 
individual components. Eventually Military Speci- 
fication MIL-l-46058 was developed, defining coat- 
ing thicknesses ranging from one to three mils. 
From that time on. all military boards have been 
subject to specifications that require coating ma- 
terials to be applied within this range. Industrial 
printed wiring boards also experienced an increase 
in demand for a protective coating, as line widths 
and spacings and solder pads and lead spacing of 
IC's and hybrid packages were restricted. 

A typical conformal coating process includes 
cleaning, masking, coating, curing, demasking and 
touch-up of the printed wiring board. 

Masking is sometimes tedious and requires a 
high degree of manual skill. Materials used include 
paper, vinyl and other plastic tapes, peelable latex 
coatings, silicone caps and the like. In most cases, 
this masking effort adds considerable expense in 
manufacturing the printed wiring boards. 

After the printed wiring boards have been 
masked, the coating material is applied either by 
spraying, which can be performed either by ma- 
chine or manually using a multiple, four directional 
spray pattern or by dip coating. 

Once the coating is cured, the masking ma- 
terial is manually removed. During the demasking 
process, the adjacent coating film may be inadver- 
tently lifted, thus requiring repair. Also, if the mask- 
ing material has covered areas which require coat- 
ing, additional touch-up is required. Thus the in- 
dustry has continually been looking either to auto- 
mate masking or to selectively apply the coating 
and, thereby, eliminate the need for masking. 

A method for selectively coating printed wiring 
boards was introduced a few years ago and has 
been defined in NORDSON/SHIMADA (Patent No. 



4,753,819). The technique utilizes a film-forming 
fluid nozzle to form a web much like a miniature 
curtain, as illustrated herewith in FIG. 1. As is the 
case with any kind of a curtain pattern, the web can 
5 only be sustained by two heavy side streams, each 
stream defining the edges of the web. In general, a 
web width of between 0.4 to 0.6 inch is maintained 
by changes in the fluid pressure. 

The web is moved back and forth across the 
io length of the board being automatically stopped 
and started in order to deposit the coating in selec- 
tive areas. After the first pass the web is indexed, 
and during the second pass another web is applied 
adjacent to the previously applied web. The two 
75 webs are designed to meet one another or to have 
a slight overlap, thus creating an uninterrupted film. 

Thus, the entire board is coated with overlap- 
ping ribbons of coating material. The needle valve 
controlling the flow of coating through a nozzle is 
20 activated automatically. One of the problems with 
this process is due to the relatively high speed of 
the traversing filming-nozzle. The output of the 
nozzle is approximately 100 ml/minute (1.66 ml per 
second), thus necessitating a linear nozzle velocity 
25 of approximately 20 inches per second in order to 
deposit the desired coating thickness on the sta- 
tionary band. This high application speed causes 
shadow effects on the taller components of the 
band, resulting in a lack of complete coating cov- 
30 erage. "ON/OFF" positions, indexed according to 
the pattern to be deposited, need to anticipate 
early needle closing and opening, as a consider- 
able amount of coating material is "in transit" at 
the time of the needle closing and, of course, the 
35 web needs to be established sequentially of open- 
ing the needle. 

As illustrated herewith in FIG. 1, a "railroad 
track" pattern 30, 32 formed by the NORD- 
SON/SHIMADA web 36 will flow together and will 
40 create a relatively even film. However, when web 
36 is placed adjacent to a web previously applied, 
the heavy edges 30, 32 of the web will force small 
bubbles into the wet film. These air bubbles then 
might not be able to break through the surface of 
45 the coating, thus causing voids in an otherwise 
continuous film on printed circuit board 50. 

In any case, 80% of the suspended film in web 
36 is contained in the two side streams or tracks 
30, 32. A web 36 ranging from 0.4 to 0.6 inch wide, 
so which after flow out and leveling measures 0.6 to 
0.8 inch, cannot be used to coat to very narrow 
tolerances. For these areas, simply rotating nozzle 
34 ninety degrees only increases the coating depo- 
sition because the same coating flow rate is now 
55 applied in a very narrow web. 

In general, it is not very difficult to apply sol- 
vent based coatings below the maximum allowable 
thicknesses as specified in Military Specification 
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MlL-l-46058. Coatings of 100% solids, however, 
present a real challenge to maintain control of 
thickness, because of lack of solvent evaporation 
and associated coating thickness reduction. Also, 
solutions for application to small size orifices and 
the faster nozzle velocities, both present difficult 
problems to solve. 

Consequently, applicant's discrete conformal 
coating method has been developed to eliminate 
the problems associated with the web-filming or 
conformal coating processes. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

Method for conformal coating of printed wiring 
boards so as to control discretely the amount of 
coating material applied in a spray pattern to the 
circuit board, so as to prevent "railroading" or 
"fishtailing" at the sides of the pattern and so as to 
enable discrete masking of circuit board compo- 
nents which are to be protected from the coating. 
Applicant pressurizes the coating while longitudi- 
nally advancing the printed circuit board beneath 
the coating and simultaneously feeding the coating 
onto the advancing surface of the circuit board as a 
plural series of aligned droplets extending trans- 
versely across the advancing board surface. The 
feeding of coating is triggered ON and OFF so as 
to space and define longitudinally the series of 
droplets feeding onto the advancing surface. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS : 

FIG. 1 is a schematic front elevational view of 
the flat spray pattern or curtain pattern of coating 
wherein fishtailing or railroading forms at the edges 
of the pattern as in NORDSON/SHIMADA 
4,753,819. 

FIG. 2 is a schematic view according to ap- 
plicant's method of discrete conformal coating, 
wherein the pressurized coating is fed onto an 
advancing surface of the circuit board as plural 
series of aligned droplets extending transversely 
across the advancing surface. 

FIG. 3 is a schematic view of the NORD- 
SON/SHIMADA technique 4,753,819 as applied to 
a printed circuit board having regular components 
52, 54, 56, 58 and 60, wherein a shadowing effect 
62 occurs as the flat spray pattern hits vertical 
component 52. 

FIG. 4 is a schematic view of applicant's meth- 
od of discrete conformal coating wherein the feed- 
ing of the coating material as individual droplets 42 
eliminates the shadow effect and uniformly coats 
both the components 52', 54', as well as the inter- 
vening spaces and solder pad. 

FIG. 5 is a schematic side elevational view 
showing the NORDSON/SHIMADA 4,753,819 shad- 



ow effect 74, 77 of the coating as applied to 
individual circuit board components 64, 66, 68, 70 
and 72. 

FIG. 6 is an enlarged fragmentary schematic, 
5 showing applicant's feeding of droplets 42 verti- 
cally downwardly onto circuit board 48 component 
54 and its soldered connections, according to ap- 
plicant's method. 

FIG. 7 is a bottom plan of applicant's coating 
io feeding manifold 82 employing pumps at either 
side for feeding coating material through channels 
engraved in the manifold so as to interconnect the 
individual dispense needles or feeding tubes 38, 40 
in the aligned series 78, 80. 
15 FIG. 8 is a side elevation of the FIG. 7 manifold 

84 supporting 128 dispensing needles 38 and em- 
ploying pump blocks 86, 88 at either side. 

FIG. 9 is an enlarged side schematic of the 
thirty-two coating sections 92 being fed by coating 
20 tubes 92, each section supporting four needles 38. 

FIG. 10 is a fragmentary transverse section 
through coating section 90 and feeding tube 92. 

FIG. 1 1 is a bottom plan showing the individual 
droplets pattern 44 after flowing together on the 
25 surface of the advancing board. 

FIG. 12 is a front elevation of a selective con- 
formal coating machine using a solvent based, heat 
curable coating material. 

FIG. 13 is a front elevation of a discrete con- 
30 formal coating machine using a solvent based, UV 
curable coating material. 

FIG. 14 is a front elevation of a discrete con- 
formal coating machine using 100% solid UV cur- 
ing material. 

35 FIG. 15 is a showing of a modified coating 

machine involving a pre-warm station, a coating 
station, a flowout and leveling station and unload 
station. 

FIG. 16 is a side elevation of the machine 
40 illustrated in FIG. 15. 

FIG. 17 is a schematic showing of a discrete 
conformal coating machine embodying a supply 
manifold with individual valves. 

FIG. 18 is a front elevation, of a coating ma- 
45 chine, such as illustrated in FIG. 14 and employing 
an optical scanner. 

FIG. 19 is a side elevation of the machine 
illustrated in FIG. 18. 

FIG. 20 is an enlarged end elevation of the 
so machine illustrated in FIG. 17 and showing an array 
of coating valves 146 feeding the nozzles 38. 

FIG. 20A is a cross section view of a synthetic 
sapphire orifice 40 and a connecting tube 41. 

FIG. 21 is an enlarged schematic view showing 
55 the coating applicator of the device illustrated in 
FIG.18. 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODI- 
MENTS : 

Applicant's coating applicator consists of par- 
allel transversely aligned series of individual 
orifices 38, spaced 0.10 inches apart, each series 
with an overall typical length of 10 inches, as 
illustrated in FIG. 2. 

The size of droplets 42 is controlled by the orifice 
size, feed pressure, viscosity of coating material, 
pump or valve cycling and duty cycle. As illus- 
trated in FIG. 2, droplets 42 are larger than those 
created by conventional air atomized spray coating, 
which after striking the surface of the advancing 
wiring board 48 (PHASE I), droplets 42 quickly flow 
together (PHASE II) and after levelling create a 
continuous film (PHASE III). But, unlike spray coat- 
ing, droplets 42 fall straight down from orifices 38, 
40,' positioned 1.0 to 1.5 inches above the planar 
board surface. Essentially, applicant eliminates air 
borne overspray which is typical of conventional 
spray coating. Since the volume left in the supply 
tube feeding orifices 38 is zero (zero dead volume) 
and each droplet 42 leaves the orifice with some 
velocity, the "ON/OFF" flow of the stream of 
droplets is instantaneous and precise. Also, be- 
cause the small droplets 42 are placed side-by- 
side and are not splashed into one another, air 
bubbles are not created in the resultant wet film. 

The speed of advancing board 48 may be 
varied from 0.5 to 5 inches per second. 

Since the diameter of the orifices 38 is approxi- 
mately 0.0155 inch, a single orifice can coat to 
tolerances as narrow as 0.10 inch. Accordingly, 
open areas of 0.10 to 0.10 inch - such as test 
points, metal shielding partitions, etc., can be effec- 
tively "masked" or avoided. 

As illustrated in FIG. 18, a program can easily 
be created using a series of optical sensors, posi- 
tioned at the same center lines as the coating 
orifices, to scan a positive film of the board, having 
uncoated areas opaqued. Such optical sensing will 
be completed at the same speed as the board is 
advanced. A coating pattern is thus created without 
tedious programming, and the program may be 
stored on a disk with an identity typical of the 
particular board layout. The coating is then fed 
onto the board in one sweep as the board is 
advanced, while the open or "masked" areas as 
seen by the optical scanner are left uncoated. 

Because coating materials are generally sup- 
plied pre-filtered and do not contain any appre- 
ciable solid particles, the coating materials are 
easily filtered to 40 microns. The coating materials 
pass through a filter inside the applicator's enclo- 
sure just prior to being dispersed to each solenoid- 
driven valve or the manifold pumps. Both filter and 
internal supply manifold have been designed to 



hold only a small volume of liquid. 

In order to clean the applicator of any coating 
material, a 3-way selector valve 134 allows fast 
flushing of the filter, manifold, valves and orifices 
5 as for example in FIG. 17. 

In FIG. 1 there is illustrated the conventional 
fiat spray pattern as in NORDSON/SHIMADA 
4,753,819 wherein web 36 of coating material is 
discharged through nozzle 34 and onto printed 
io circuit board 50. Web 36 is formed by means of 
side streams 32, 30 which form "railroad tracks" on 
the surface of the printed circuit board. This "rail- 
road track" effect is further illustrated in FIG. 3 
wherein the web 36 is advanced in a series of 
is contiguous or overlaping patterns over the surface 
of the circuit board, embodying individualized com- 
ponents 52, 54, 56, 58, 60. A shadowing or miss 
effect 62 is developed, wherein the geometry of the 
component 52 precludes deposition of the coating. 
20 According to applicant's method of conformal 

coating, the coating is pressurized then fed as a 
plural series of aligned droplets 42 extending trans- 
verely across the surface of printed circuit board 
48 being advanced underneath (FIG. 4). As illus- 
25 trated in FIG. 2, applicant's Phase I embodies the 
feeding downwardly of droplets 42 from individual 
nozzles 38. The nozzles or needles 38, in each 
series are approximately 0.0155 diameter and are 
spaced apart approximately 0.106 inches. The 
30 droplets can be generated by mechanical means, 
e.g., solenoid valves, or, for example, by electrical 
or acoustical means, e.g., piezo elements. 

In Phase II, droplets begin flowing together as 
at 44 (FIG. 4) on the advancing board surface, and 
35 in Phase III, there is a leveling of droplets as a 
continuous coating. 

As illustrated in FIGS. 4 and 6, individual nee- 
dles 38, 40, which may have an outer diameter of 
.035 and an inner diameter of .0155 inches, dis- 
40 charge droplets 42 in a vertical downward direction, 
there is no shadowing effect with respect to the 
geometry of circuit board 48 components 52\ 54\ 
56\ 58* 60\ 

The conventional shadowing effect is illustrated 
45 in FIG. 3, as well as FIG. 5, wherein web 36 is 
applied to circuit board 50 individualized compo- 
nent 64, 66, 68, 70 and 72. The heavy coating 
appears on the sides and tops of the circuit board 
components; however, there is a shadowing effect 
so as at 74, 77 where the spray pattern is essentially 
blocked. 

In contrast and according to applicant's method 
illustrated in FIG. 6, the coating being fed as in- 
dividual droplets 42 is shown addressing compo- 
55 nent 54 as well as the solder pad connection 55. 

In FIG. 7 there is illustrated a manifold 82 
embodying aligned series 78, 80 of nozzles 38, 40, 
extending transversely across the field of advan- 
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cing of the circuit board. Nozzles 38, 40 are .106 
inches apart in each series and staggered such 
that there is a .212 distance between adjacent 
nozzles in each series. 

Manifold 82, 84 is illustrated in FIG. 8 as em- 
bodying thirty-two coating sections 90, each coat- 
ing section 90 having four dispensing nozzles 38. 
Thus, thirty-two coating sections each embodying 
four needles 38 may be employed to provide a 
series of 128 dispensing needles to form an eight 
inch manifold extending transversely across the 
field of advancing of the circuit board. Pump blocks 
86. 88 may communicate with channels etched 
within manifold 82, 84, or to feed coating material 
via tubes 92 to the individual needles as illustrated 
in FIGS. 9 and 10. A bleeding screw 91 may be 
used to de-air dispensing tube 92 and individual 
sections 90. The pattern of droplets 42 flowing 
together on the board as at 44 is illustrated in FIG. 
1 1 

In FIG. 12 there is illustrated a conformal coat- 
ing machine using a solvent based, heat curable 
coating material. The machine embodies a housing 
94 with exhaust 96 supported upon frame 100, so 
as to embody load station 106, coating application 
station 108 with coating pressure pot 110 and 
solvent pressure pot 112; infrared/convection 
preheating station 113 with embodying infrared 
heating component 118 and insulative elements 
120. As unload station 114 supports DC motor 
conveyor may drive 104. As will be apparent, the 
nozzle manifolds 98 may be supported transversely 
of the circuit boards 48 being advanced on endless 
conveyor 102. 

In FIG. 13, a similar installation is illustrated for 
typical discrete conformal coating using a solvent 
based, UV curable coating material and embodying 
UV station 115* having UV lamp 122 and exhaust 
116. 

In FIG. 14 there is illustrated a similar installa- 
tion for discrete conformal coating utilizing 100% 
solid, UV coating material. A IR/convection preheat 
station 124 is illustrated together with an inspection 
station 126. Hot plate 127 may be utilized for 
heating and during coating of the printed circuit 
board. 

In FIGS. 15 and 16, there is illustrated a further 
modification wherein a fine mesh stainless steel 
belt 170 may be driven by five phase step motor 
drive sprocket 171 beneath identical infrared heat- 
ers 201, 203. The housing 204 may support nozzle 
manifold 202, exhaust 198 and control panel 200. 
As illustrated in FIG. 16, the step drive motor 
sprocket 171 may be driven by module and step- 
per driver 173. A warm air blower 205 may be 
employed to preheat coating material within mani- 
fold 202. 



In FIG. 17 there is illustrated a modified ar- 
rangement wherein pre-filtered coating material 136 
is advanced by air pressurization 138 into supply 
manifold 130 having individual feeding tubes 142 

5 directed to valves 146 by means of three-way valve 
control 134 and in-line filter 132. Enclosure 128 
may be heated by hot air 140 and an air exhaust 
144 may be provided. Also, a three-way valve 154 
and air supply 156 may be emplyoed in connection 

10 with pre-filtered flush or solid material which ex- 
tends to the three-way valve 1 34. 

As illustrated in FIG. 20, the coating station will 
support one hundred solenoid valves 146 in a five 
by twenty array and activated by electrical connec- 

15 tion 145'. Coating material input will be through 
either one of two feed manifolds. Each valve output 
will be connected to a common orifice manifold 
145. The manifold 145 will contain two rows, fifty 
per row, of orifice assemblies consisting of a syn- 

20 thetic sapphire orifice 40 and connecting tube 41 
as shown in FIG.20A. The spacing between each 
assembly will be 0.106 inches and 0.212 inches 
between each row. 

This arrangement is further illustrated in FIG. 

25 20 wherein thermocouple 170 is employed to regu- 
late the hot air supply. An electrical connection 
145' may be employed to regulate the individual 
coating valves 146 which feed into coating manifold 
145. 

30 In FIG. 18, 19 and 22, there is illustrated a 

unitary coating machine embodying load station, 
preheating station, selective coating station, flow- 
out and leveling station and unloading station with 
an optical scanning system 164 guided by PCB 

35 image 166 with non-coated areas masked or 
marked in black, conveyor drive 170 controlled by 
computer 158 having hard drive 160 component 
and individual diskettes 162, programmed accord- 
ing to the optical scan. The preheating zone may ; 

40 be controlled by panel 182 extending to infrared 
heater 181 and panel 184 extending to infrared 
heater 174. A coating control panel 168 may con- 
trol the coating station 176. 

In the FIG. 14, 100% solids coating machine 

45 illustrated in FIG. 4 in cure zone 126 will enhance 
leveling of the coating after application. All three 
zones 124, 108 and 126 will be independently 
temperature controlled. 

As illustrated in FIG. 18, the optical scanner 

so may be comprised of infrared emitting diodes and 
photo transistor receivers may be employed. The 
narrow infrared beams are spaced equally to the 
droplet ejecting orifices 38, 40 of the applicator. 
The scanner mechanism will accept a transpar- 

55 ent film with the PCB image of the non-coated 
areas blacked out; a sample format being illus- 
trated in FIG. 22. A transparency can be produced 
using a CAD program or a cut and paste method. 
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As illustrated in FIG. 18, a custom built printed 
circuit board 166 will control both the scanner and 
the coating machine. The image sensors affixed to 
board 166 will pass data to the CPU via a standard 
I/O board plugged into the mother board. Board 166 
will also contain the required driver circuits for the 
scanner motor, conveyor motor and the coating 
valves. Provisions for adjusting the pulse frequency 
and the duty cycle may also be included on the 
printed circuit board. 

On start up, the computer will display a MAIN 
MENU. The operator may choose to SCAN a film 
or COAT a printed circuit board. 

If SCAN is selected, the operator will be prom- 
pted to enter a name for the file and insert the film 
into the scanner. The board will drive the scanner's 
stepper motor and scan the film. The scanned data 
will then be passed to the CPU. 

The CPU will assemble the scanned data into a 
file and store the file on the computer's hard drive. 
Once stored, the computer will return the operator 
to the MAIN MENU. 

Upon selection of COAT, the operator will be 
prompted to enter the name of the coating file. 
After entering the file's name, the operator will be 
asked to enter the coating pulse frequency (5-30 
HZ), duty cycle and conveyor speed (.5 to 5 
inches/second). This will start the machine's con- 
veyor. 

Placing a board 48 on the conveyor in the 
proper orientation is the next step. Pressing the 
space bar on the computer will toggle the conveyor 
on and off. This will allow additional time in the 
post bake (Zone 1) and the after bake (Zone 3) 
should it become necessary. This toggling is de- 
feated during the coating operation. 

A sensor looks for the leading edge of the 
printed circuit board and starts the valve pulsing 
routing at the correct time. By placing additional 
boards on the conveyor, the system will automati- 
cally seek and coat. Once a single board or batch 
has been coated and removed from the conveyor, 
simply press ENTER on the computer; the con- 
veyor will stop and the screen will return to the 
MAIN MENU. 

Manifestly, advantages of the present method 
for discrete conformal coating over conventional 
film-forming techniques include: 

Better control of coating thickness is obtained 
and even 100% solids coating materials can be 
applied within military specification thickness re- 
quirements. 

Coating materials need not be circulated. 

Very narrow coating/masking tolerances can be 
achieved. 

No shadow effect occurs. 

One sweep application is easily obtained. 

No bubbles are left in the cured film. 



The method gives 100% transfer efficiency. 
Simplified programming and program storage 
is facilitated. 

5 Claims 

1. A method for applying a conformal coating to a 
surface comprising the steps of: 

a) supplying a coating material under pres- 
10 sure to a plurality of parallel nozzles to 

provide a series of aligned droplets of the 
coatings material emanating from the outlet 
of the nozzles; 

b) positioning the surface at a distance be- 
75 low the outlet of the nozzles such that the 

droplets fall downward and contact the sur- 
face prior to any substantial contacting be- 
tween the droplets themselves; 

c) advancing the surface below the nozzles 
2 0 in a generally transverse direction to the 

aligned droplets; and 

d) permitting the droplets to flow together 
on the surface and form the conformal coat- 
ing. 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein the distance 
between the surface and the outlet of the noz- 
zles is from about 1 .0 to about 1 .5 inches. 

3. Method of any one of claims 1 or 2 wherein 
said surface to be coated is advanced at a rate 
of 0.5 to 5 inches per second. 

4. Method of any one of claims 1 - 3 further 
comprising staggering the series of aligned 
droplets transversely with respect to adjacent 
series of aligned droplets so as to avoid bridg- 
ing of coating between droplets prior to feed- 
ing onto said advancing surface. 

5. Method of claim 4 wherein each series of 
aligned droplets is approximately 0.212 inches 
apart from each adjacent series. 

6. Method of claim 5 wherein said staggering of 
adjacent series of droplets is approximately 
0.106 inches. 



25 



30 



35 



40 



45 



50 



7. Method of any one of claims 1 
comprising pre-heating the coating. 



6 further 



8. Method of any one of claims 1 - 7 further 
comprising pre-heating said advancing surface 
so as to promote flowing together of droplets 

55 upon the advancing surface. 

9. Method of any one of claims 1 - 8 further 
comprising post-heating the advancing surface. 
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10. Method of any one of claims 1 - 9 wherein said 
varying the rate of feeding includes program- 
ming a duty cycle of feeding according to the 
characteristics of said advancing surface. 

5 
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